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BR/GET LA/ER

TAKE

2!

THE ROLE OF STORY REENACTMENT

IN DEVELOPING NARRATIVE COMPETENCE
Briget Laier teaches first grade at Northwestern Elementary
in Eaton Rapids. She is a recent graduate of the Literacy Masters
Program at Michigan State University.

tory reenactment was once a rare
activity in my first-grade
classroom. Given the pressure to
teach students how to read, I found
it difficult to justify scheduling large blocks
of time for acting out stories. Although I valued story reenactment as a motivating way to
revisit literature, I didn't recognize its potential as an instructional strategy. I perceived
story reenactment as an extra, rather than an
integral part of my language arts program.
This narrow view was challenged by professional readings and discussions
encountered in TE 847, a graduate level language arts course taught by Dr. Jenny Denyer
at Michigan State University. Story reenactment was described by Moffett and Wagner
(1992) to promote social, emotional, and cognitive growth. Intrigued by the idea that
informal classroom drama could enhance the
reading comprehension of my first-grade students, I began to investigate the relationship
between story reenactment and narrative competence.

S

The relationship between story
reenactment and narrative competence
Research suggests a positive link between
story dramatization and comprehension. Gray
(1987) found that sixth-grade students who
acted out a basal story performed better at
answering inferential questions than those students who discussed the story in the traditional
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basal format. Similarly, Galda (1982) reported
that kindergarten and first-grade children who
dramatized a story had significantly greater
comprehension than the comparison groups
who drew pictures or discussed the story.
According to Galda:
Active reconstruction though play
also helps young children develop
their sense of story. To play about a
story children must understand characters and their motivations, events as
cause and effect, and the logical order of beginning, middle, and end
(p. 54).
Dupont (1992) asserted that the process of
story dramatization encouraged students to
practice the comprehension strategy of "mental imagery." She hypothesized that students
were able to "transfer" the ability to "construct
mental images" of the stories they dramatized
to new stories encountered on standardized
tests. Silvern et al. (1986) also concluded that
young children construct "metalinguistic
knowledge" about stories while engaging in
story reenactment. In two experiments, children who had acted out stories did
significantly better on story recall tests than
the control group of children who did not participate in story reenactment. Since story recall
tests were designed for stories that were not acted
out, Silvern suggested that story reenactment
helped children build narrative competence.
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According to the literature, children can
gain know ledge about how stories are put together through the context of acting out a
story. They implicitly learn about story elements, such as character and plot. By actively
taking on the roles of characters and "Ii ving
through" the sequence of story events (Gray,
1987), young children develop a schema for
how stories are constructed.

The Study
As a teacher researcher, I wanted to investigate the relationship between story
reenactment and narrative competence in the
context of my own classroom. I was interested in finding out if my students were
gaining story know ledge as they participated
in story dramatizations. My research focused
on the following questions: What kind of talk
do students engage in as they dramatize stories? What does the talk reveal about their
developing sense of story structure? Do the
children participating in dramatic story reenactment help one another to develop this
understanding?
In order to answer these questions, I videotaped my first-grade students as they engaged
in story dramatization at an independent learning center. Because centers were self-selected,
the groups of children participating in story reenactment at any given time were a random
representation of the class. Students in this class
were Caucasian, representing a wide range of
abilities and socioeconomic backgrounds.
Several videotapes were made at the beginning of the school year during the third
through sixth weeks of school. In collaboration with Dr. Denyer, my instructor and project
director, I selected one segment to examine
more closely in order to answer my research
questions. This particular segment was chosen because I was intrigued by the amount of
negotiation that took place among the children as they acted out the complex story line.
It contained a considerable amount of what
Moffett & Wagner (1992) called "task talk."
The term "task talk" was used do describe the
discussion that naturally takes place as groups
work together to reach a common goal (p.75).
VOLUME

As children engaged in the process of acting
out a story, the conversation that took place
revealed much about their developing narrative competence. Task talk in the chosen tape
provided me with a window to observe what
my students already knew about story structure. It also enabled me to see which aspects
of the story students were working on comprehending. A transcript was made from the
videotape and analyzed to answer the research
questions. Thus, this paper will describe the
dramatization of the story Caps for Sale
(Slobodkina, 1940).
In this classic story, a peddler trying to sell
caps took a short rest. While he slept, monkeys came along and took his caps. When the
peddler ordered the monkeys to give back his
caps, the monkeys only imitated his movements. As the peddler's frustration grew, his
movements progressed from shaking his finger, shaking both hands, stomping his foot,
stomping both feet, and finally, throwing off
his own cap. At that point, the monkeys threw
off their caps, enabling the peddler to pick
them up and resume selling caps.
During the process of acting out the story,
the students spent a great deal of time negotiating an interpretation of the text. Analysis
of this task talk revealed that the children focused on two elements of story structure:
character and plot.

Understanding Character
While dramatizing Caps for Sale, the children paid close attention to how the roles of
characters were played. They were concerned
with what characters should say and how they
should say it. Notice how this attention demonstrated their developing knowledge of
character as an element of story structure.

Narrator (directing the peddler): Have your
cap and say, "You monkeys!" (angry
tone)
(transition to a story-reading tone) And
the monkeys ....
Monkey (modeling for the peddler): You,
you! You, you monkeys, give me back
my caps! (demanding voice)
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Narrator: And he said ....
Peddler: You, you monkeys, give me back my
caps! (in a demanding tone)

As children dramatized the story, it was
apparent that they took cues from one another.
They spoke and listened to one another within
the meaningful context of trying to "get the
story right." At the beginning of this segment,
the narrator directed the child playing the role
of the peddler, "Have your cap and say, 'You
monkeys .... ' " When there was no apparent,
immediate uptake, the child playing the monkey followed up this directive with his own
interpretation of what the peddler should say.
"You, you! You, you monkeys give me back
my caps!" Both the narrator and the monkey
modeled what the peddler should say and do.
In addition to modeling the specific words
used by the character, children also modeled
intonation. Notice that the narrator, monkey,
and eventually the peddler, all used a similar
demanding tone of voice as they verbalized
the peddler's line. This same demanding tone
continued throughout the rest of the dramatization, demonstrating students' understanding
of the peddler's frustration because the monkeys had taken his caps. This understanding
about the character's feeling was critical in
order for students to comprehend the story
line.
In this example, the narrator and monkey
seemed to act as scaffolds for playing the role
of peddler. According to Gavelek (1986),
"The scaffold when applied to the activity of
a mediator in an instructional setting is one
who is able to offer support that is adjustable
but temporary" (p. 15). Acting as scaffolds,
the narrator provided the first two words
("You monkeys"), while the monkey modeled
the peddler's entire line. The monkey's elaboration provided more support than what was
provided by the narrator. Perhaps the monkey felt more explicit support was needed in
order for the peddler to deliver his lines. Interestingly, the language used by the peddler
"You, you monkeys, give me back my caps!"
was exactly the same as that which had been
modeled by the monkey, indicating the close
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attention participants paid to one another. It
was clear that the language used by one child
about how to play a role impacted the response
of another child playing that role.

Understanding Plot Development
In addition to developing know ledge about
characterization, first-graders involved in dramatic story reenactment also worked on the
concept of plot. Children were concerned with
making sure that important events were included in the dramatization. Concern for
correct plot sequences showed that students
were comprehending the story. It also demonstrated their understanding of the
permanence of print. They knew that each
time the story was read (or acted out), it should
be composed of the same events.
As you will notice in the following segment,
participants provided corrective feedback to one
another of important events that were left out in
the dramatization. In particular, the monkey was
concerned with making sure that the peddler
walked up and down the street to sell caps.
Peddler: Caps, caps for sale. Caps, caps for
sale. Fifty cents a cap. (The monkey
mouthed the words "Fifty cents a cap"
with the peddler.)
Monkey (to the peddler): Come on. Start
goin' ... (Demonstrated walking back
and forth) Fifty cents a cap. (Narrator
showed book.)
Peddler: Caps, caps for sale. Fifty cents a cap
(walking back and forth as the monkey
had demonstrated.)
Monkey (to the narrator): No, it's in the
middle ... (inaudible) Just like I
showed you. Just gotta show it to you.
(The monkey looked at the book with
the narrator, turning back the pages)
Up the street. ...
Peddler: Caps, caps for sale, fifty cents a cap.
Narrator: He walked up the street until he
landed to a tree (pause) and then he
fell asleep.
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At the beginning of this segment, the child
playing the role of the monkey was concerned
that an important event of the plot was being
overlooked. In the text, the peddler tired himself by walking up and down the street with
his caps. The monkey's reminder, "Come on.
Start goin' ... " along with his demonstration
of walking back and forth, was enough to cue
the peddler of the appropriate action. The
peddler responded by walking up and down
"the street" as had been demonstrated by the
monkey. Both verbal and nonverbal language
were used in this example to communicate
know ledge of events that took place in the
story.
It was significant that the monkey directed
the peddler to action. It provided evidence
that the children in this group were concerned
with plot development. Understanding the
order of events was critical for the comprehension of this story, but also for all stories
encountered in the future. As Martinez (1993)
explained,

Peer Scaffolding of Plot Sequence and
Characterization
Like the previous examples, much of the
task talk in the final segment centered around
sequencing story events and playing character roles. This excerpt, however, was
especially powerful in that it illustrated how
story reenactment provided an opportunity for
children to learn more about story elements
from their more knowledgeable peers. You
will notice how the narrator, acting as a scaffold, gradually provided more support for the
child playing the role of the peddler.
Peddler (demandingly): You monkeys, give
me back my caps! You monkeys, give
me back my caps!
Narrator: No, the first time you go, "You
monkeys you, you better give me back
my caps!"

It's important that young children
develop a sense of how stories are organized, for this sense of story structure gives the reader (or listener) a
clear-cut advantage in processing and
recalling stories (p. 683).

Peddler (with a demanding voice): You
monkeys, give me ... (stomping)

Interestingly, the monkey went to the book
to verify this event in the text. He went over
to the narrator to locate the part when the peddler walked up and down the street. "No, it's
in the middle. Just like I showed you. Just
gotta show it to you." The monkey and the
narrator looked together at the book. The
monkey read the text "up the street" to prove
his point. Even though the children in this
study were only emergent readers, they understood that written text could support a
reader's constructed meaning. Story reenactment provided a meaningful context for
practicing a critical aspect of literacy- returning to a text to confirm an interpretation.
After the event of walking "up the street"
was verified using the text, the narrator incorporated the actual language used by the
monkey into the narrative retelling, thus proVOLUME

viding further evidence that the collaborative
talk that occurs as children participate in story
reenactment can potentially enhance
children's sense of how stories are put together.

Narrator: No, now you're on this part.
(Shaking his finger) You monkeys,
(peddler joins in) you better give me
back my caps!
Narrator: But the monkeys ... (monkeys
shook their fingers at this point)
Narrator: And then he shaked both hands,
both hands (adding emphasis) at the
monkeys. (To the monkeys) You gotta
go like zz, zz, zz.
Peddler: You monkeys, you give me back my
caps! (demandingly)
Narrator: And then he was so mad that he
stomped his feet (Showed with action,
shaking both hands and stomping feet)
You monkeys, give me back my caps!
Peddler: You monkeys, you give me back my
caps!
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Narrator: And then he shook both hands and
both feet. (demonstrated shaking both
hands and stomping his feet) You
monkeys, you ...
Peddler (finishing the line begun by the
narrator): ... give me back my caps!
(with a demanding tone)

At the beginning of the segment, the narrator provided the peddler with corrective
feedback about the sequence of story events.
In the text, the peddler's movements progressed from shaking his finger, shaking both
hands, and stomping his foot to stomping both
feet. When the narrator corrected, "No, the
first time you go, 'You monkeys you, you better give me back my caps!' " it seemed that
he was trying to communicate that the peddler should first only shake his finger at the
monkeys. However, the peddler did not appear to pick up on the appropriate movements,
since he stomped his feet while delivering his
line: "You monkeys give me" (stomping). Interrupting, the narrator once again corrected
the peddler, "No, now you're on this part. You
monkeys, (peddler joins in) you better give
me back my caps!" Both the narrator and the
peddler, jointly playing the role at this point,
shook their fingers while delivering the line.
This was then imitated by the monkeys.
For the next event in the plot sequence, the
narrator used more explicit language to describe the movements of the peddler. "And
then he shaked both hands, both hands (adding emphasis) ... " The repetition and emphasis
on "both hands" helped clarify for the peddler what the expected movement was.
The narrator then progressed from providing both explicit language and demonstration
to modeling the role. "And then he was so
mad that he stomped his feet. You monkeys,
give me back my caps!" This was then imitated by the peddler.
At the conclusion of this segment, the narrator increased the level of support he
provided for the peddler by describing the
movement explicitly, demonstrating the actions and saying the lines in a joint production
with the peddler. The narrator began the line
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by saying, "You monkeys you," while the
child playing the role of the peddler finished
with "give me back my caps!" The narrator,
acting as a scaffold, enabled the peddler to
perform with help what he was not able to do
alone.
According to the social constructivist perspective based on the work of Vygotsky
(1978), children learn from their interactions
with more knowledgeable others. In this case,
the narrator adjusted the support, in terms of
the amount of explicitness and demonstration,
that he provided for the peddler. Initially, the
narrator corrected the peddler and cued him
with the appropriate line, "No, the first time
you go, 'You monkeys you, you better give
me back my caps!" Next, he explicitly described the correct action. "And then he
shaked both hands, both hands .... " Finally,
he used both explicit language and his own
demonstration to scaffold the actions for the
peddler. "And then he shook both hands and
both feet (demonstrated shaking both hands
and stomping his feet). You monkeys you .... "
It is clear from this complex example that
the narrator was sensitive to the story concepts
of plot sequence and characterization. He was
also sensitive to the peddler's demonstrated
understanding of these concepts. This sensitivity enabled the narrator to appropriately
increase the level of support he provided.

Conclusion
The "task talk" used by the first-graders in
this study indicated that students worked on
concepts of characterization and plot while
engaging in dramatic story reenactment. Because characterization and plot sequencing are
critical elements in comprehension, it validated story reenactment as a potential
instructional vehicle for developing the
children's sense of story.
Given the opportunity to play with a text,
the children in this study collaborated to reconstruct the story. There was considerable
negotiation and peer scaffolding that revolved
around how to play the role of a character and
the sequencing of story events. This suggests
that children can help one fmother to develop
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knowledge about the structure of stories.
Galda ( 1982) also described this benefit associated with collaborative story reenactment:
"Through this interchange with their peers,
they became aware of aspects of the story that
they individually might not have noticed" (p.
53).
The findings of this study support the use
of informal story reenactment activities in
early childhood classrooms. Dramatic story
reenactments provide children with opportunities to develop, refine, and expand upon
their knowledge of narrative structures. Because story reenactment is a motivation way
for children to develop their sense of how stories are constructed, it has become a daily
activity choice in my first-grade classroom.
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